THE   INVINCIBLE   ADAM               371

" Darling Princess, do you really think that I had played
ny last card ? I still have a few tricks in my bag/'

"Lakshmi," I said sadly, "there is ingratitude for you.
]k>ds are no better than men. Had you seen them pale and
laggard and muddy beyond recognition in that rickety waggon,
Iriven to the guillotine, you would have known that they were
lot so sure of their tricks or their schemes. I am sorry you
weren't there, Ancient Mother, to see how I outwitted the
soldiers. Your Kotikokura is not such a fool or such a child
ELS they think/'

Lakshmi tore at the cabbage.

" Where were you, Lakshmi, all these centuries ? Crossing
the five oceans, or climbing the Himalayas in search of Vishnu,
your heavenly husband ? What sense, scent, or sight, or some-
thing that has no human name, leads your steps to us ? "

Lakshmi looked at me with her round, red eyes. Something
like a chelonian grin crossed her beak.

" Salome," Catapha pleaded, " do not eighteen hundred
years of adoration and yearning suffice ? "

Salome chuckled.

" Yearning, Cartaphilus ? Think of all the loves that
compensated you for my love,"

" Does the glow of a thousand sheaves of hay compare to one
ray of the sun ? I have sought surcease, it is true, Salome, but
the wound in my heart is still fresh and deep. Only your love
can heal it. Salome, incomparable one, be mine at last! "

" I have always been yours, Cartaphilus, incorrigible
one/'

" Even in the embraces of emperors and sheiks and young
apes?"

" Always and always/'

I bit into another lemon. The juice squirted into Lakshmi's
eyes. She shook her neck and looked at me reprovingly,

" Forgive me, Ancient Mother/' I begged " It was not
meant for you/*